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THE ANIMISTIC HYPOTHESIS 
By WILSON D. WALLIS 

THE animistic hypothesis is inseparably associated with the 
name of its great formulator, Sir Edward B. Tylor. It con- 
sists of the theory that the belief in spirits and in the survival 
of the soul arose out of dreams and visions in which the absent or 
the dead were seen, thus giving proof of the ability of the soul to 
leave and to survive the body. 

Since "Primitive Culture" was published the only important 
contributions to this theory have been made by the Pre-animists, 
by Hubert and Mauss, R. R. Marett, Andrew Lang, E. Sydney 
Hartland, and in this country, by Professor Lovejoy. The Pre- 
animists insist that this formulated psychology is too deliberate to 
be accepted as representing the initial stage of savage thought, and 
that this fairly conscious inference was preceded by an unconscious 
attitude of spontaneous behavior. They do not represent this pre- 
animism as a preceding stage in any chronological sense so much as a 
prerequisite of savage thought, a condition interwoven with his 
animism. Thus they would supplement rather than replace or 
displant the Tylorian hypothesis. 

As an ultimately satisfactory explanation of the belief in spiritual 
existence and of the persistence of the disembodied soul the Tylorian 
hypothesis must be deemed unsatisfactory, for reasons which we 
have briefly outlined below : 

The Tylorian hypothesis fails to explain the persistence of the 
belief even after the savage's philosophy has been completely dis- 
sipated. To this a Tylor might reply that survival would ade- 
quately account for its persistence, and could point out numberless 
instances of the survival of a given belief after the conditions on 
which it was originally based had been completely discredited. 
The argument is valid so long as it maintains that some survival 
would be natural. But there are degrees of survival. If it is a 
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case of mere survival continued by inertia of human thought the 
inertia will gradually subside due to conflicts with inconsistent 
phases of thought. A language, for example, cannot be viewed as a 
mere survival by inertia of the speech used by a previous genera- 
tion; it persists because it is continually revived and reinvigorated 
by subsequent generations in some intentional if not logically 
deliberate manner. 

Belief in the post-mortem existence of the soul is a survival which 
cannot be explained as a mere survival, inasmuch as it is constantly 
reinvigorated and restimulated long after any such dream phil- 
osophy has been abandoned. In fact, I am not sure that you 
weaken the conviction by destroying the dream philosophy, for 
this is, after all, not its real bulwark. 

Another weakness in the Tylorian theory is the assumption that 
this dream psychology is an unmotivated and a haphazard psy- 
chology, and that its foundations rest on the vagaries of savage 
thought. Since, however, these ' vagaries ' of savage psychology are 
so wide spread, both culturally and geographically, they must be 
credited to something deeper than vagary. They must correspond 
to some profounder motive. 

They are, we believe, but the reflex, or the prism, of a deeper 
philosophy finding expression in this medium. 

A Proposed New Basis for Animistic Belief 
We propose, therefore, to treat the theories of the Tylorian and 
post-Tylorian schools not as false but as stopping short of the 
ultimate explanation, as but a stage on the way to it, as a study of 
the image which appears in the mirror of savage belief and conviction 
rather than as an analysis of the source of the beliefs that are there 
mirrored. We would bestow no niggardly praise for the exceedingly 
important contribution of the animists. 

As our initial proposition we wish to point out that the belief in 
survival of the soul may be taken as in part due to the inertia of 
human thought, or, if you will, as a belief in the continuity of nature. 
From the fact that we have expected to see a continuation of life 
in the case of an individual known to us we continue to expect that 
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existence even when death has claimed the individual. Our thought 
continues in the old channels whether the object corresponding to 
it is present or not. No cultures, and scarcely any individuals in 
any culture, are free from this naive anticipation of everyday life. 
Savage philosophy of every day existence exemplifies this principle 
as fully as does civilization, and savage philosophy of post-mortem 
existence furnishes many examples. Thus, it is not uncommon for 
savages to allege that children of very tender years have no soul: 
they have acquired no socio-psychic existence and they are sup- 
posed to have no post-mortem existence. Some of the religions of 
higher civilization remain vague upon this matter of the soul life 
of infancy. 

Admitting the correctness of the interpretation of the Tylorian 
school as to the nature of savage psychology we would insist that 
this dream psychology is not haphazard but is an adumbration, or 
the vision-echo, of a deep-lying purpose, of nothing less than the 
will to live. If in some sense this will to believe is tortured into a 
will to make believe it is not as a result of mere savage vagery, but 
is the response of a call to self and other preservation. It is simply 
a case in which the wish is father to the thought, or, in this instance, 
the dream. Whether Freud would welcome this application of his 
theory to savagery I am not able to say, but the view that it is 
applicable can be defended. 

If the dream is interpreted in this light we have an explanation 
of the persistence of the belief in the survival of the soul and we 
have also the explanation of its universality. The will to live is 
not only common to all mankind but the illusions that arise from it, 
the naive expectations to which it gives rise, are illusions to which 
we are all susceptible. 

Mr. Hobhouse has put forward another explanation of the origin 
of the belief in the survival of the soul. Instead of saying in our 
traditional way, '"They believe that the dead continue to live in 
much the same way and to need the same things; therefore they 
give them what they need,' perhaps what we should say is rather 
'The mass of sentiments and emotions stirred by death impel the 
mourners to acts of respect, affection, and sacrifice. As they come 
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to give to themselves or perhaps to their enquiring children some 
account of these acts they can express their meaning only by speak- 
ing of the dead as continuing to live, so that the practice emerges 
from a sentiment, and, in turn gives rise to the belief that would 
justify it.'" {Development and Purpose, pp. 98-9. Macmillan, 
1913.) Mr. Hobhouse supposes the "mass of sentiments and emo- 
tions stirred by death" given to start with, whereas the fact calling 
for explanation is that death does elicit such sentiments and emo- 
tions. The explanation, we believe, is to be found in the uncon- 
scious focusing of interest and attention upon the future of per- 
sonality. 

In his own case the individual finds it easy to accept the fact 
of his continued existence and difficult, if not impossible, to even 
imagine an end to that existence. "Let any one try to imagine 
himself extinguished — his powers of thought, his feelings, his voli- 
tions, his perceptions, broken off, — and he will see how extremely 
difficult is the task, and how incomplete is his success." (Baring 
Gould, Development of Religion.) 

Thus, largely with unconscious intent, by the instinct of self 
conservation, man is led to believe in immortality. He cannot 
entertain the idea of letting go that which he now possesses — his 
existence. Thus, again largely with unconscious purpose, "any 
idea which can alleviate this dread and lighten, though with the 
feeblest glimmer, the awful blackness of uncertainty beyond the 
tomb, has been seized on with eagerness and clung to with des- 
peration." 
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